The Signs of the Times

Matt 24:3-14 As he sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately, saying, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the close of the age?" 4 And Jesus answered them, "See that no one leads you astray. 5 For many will come in my name, saying, 'I am the Christ,' and they will lead many astray. 6 And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars. See that you are not alarmed, for this must take place, but the end is not yet. 7 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places. 8 All these are but the beginning of the birth pains. 9 "Then they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated by all nations for my name's sake. 10 And then many will fall away and betray one another and hate one another. 11 And many false prophets will arise and lead many astray. 12 And because lawlessness will be increased, the love of many will grow cold. 13 But the one who endures to the end will be saved. 14 And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come. ESV

Matt 16:2-3 He answered them, "When it is evening, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red.' 3 And in the morning, 'It will be stormy today, for the sky is red and threatening.' You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. ESV

_______________________________________________________________________

The weather can be unpredictable at times and I often joke that we no longer stone our false prophets but instead make them weathermen.  A few years ago I was actually bothered by how often that the weathermen got it wrong that I did a little research into why this is so – yes, I do this all of the time, look up random stuff that bugs me – and discovered that the weatherman is simply relaying information from stored databases of past history of weather patterns.  In other words, when he tells you that there is a 20% chance of rain today and yet it rained, he did not fail in his prediction because what he meant was that in the past when the humidity, wind, date, temperature, and previous day’s conditions had matched your current situation, it had rained 20% of the time.  He can only tell what has happened in the past, which of course, doesn’t necessarily mean what will happen in the future.  The weatherman knows nothing about the future as you and I have well discovered.  Another old joke is that if you don’t like the weather in Texas, just wait five minutes because it will change!

The most accurate weather identifying system that I have ever seen was a board with an old rope hanging from it that was fastened to the front door of my grandparent’s home for years.  Written on the board was:  

Weather Forecast:

If this rope is wet, it’s raining.

If this rope is blowing around, it’s windy.

If this rope is dry and warm, it’s sunny.

If this rope is gone, it’s a hurricane.

Despite the unpredictability of the weather, we can and have learned some basic rules for detecting what is coming next.  A ring around the moon means that the humidity in the air is high and there is a greater chance of rain the next day because it rains when the humidity gets to 100%.  My daddy used to say that if it rained when the sun was shining, that it was going to rain the next day at the same time and there is some truth to that because usually rain while the sun is shining indicates a fast approaching weather front which is usually a sign of rough weather to come.  Of course, dark, low-hanging clouds mean that it’s about to rain.  You can watch the animals and often tell when a storm is coming.  You can “feel” it in Texas, a sign that things are changing rapidly.  Usually – not always, but often – if you hear us announce a work day for a Saturday, that means that it’s going to rain.  If your calendar says “August” that means that there is a 120% chance of being extraordinarily hot.  And if your address reads, “San Antonio” there is like a 99.99999% chance that it won’t snow this year.  You’ve learned the signs of weather – I don’t have to explain them to you!  When all of the major television and radio broadcasts go into their weather panic mode, you know that there is at least a small chance of a half-inch of rain and – yes – we are having church even when it rains!  

Keep watching the weather and learning the signs, but let us not be like the religious leaders of Jesus’ day.  In our text, he told them:

Matt 16:2-3 He answered them, "When it is evening, you say, 'It will be fair weather, for the sky is red.' 3 And in the morning, 'It will be stormy today, for the sky is red and threatening.' You know how to interpret the appearance of the sky, but you cannot interpret the signs of the times. ESV

They had become very astute at reading the appearance of the physical sky and predicting weather and yet they utterly missed the signs of the times of Jesus’ first coming.  And they missed their “time of visitation.”  Looking back, I marvel at how they could miss the coming of Christ.  What more signs that He was the Messiah could He have performed?  How many more miracles did they really need to see?  How many more great things could He have done?  The lame were healed, the blind could see, the devils were cast out, the Sea of Galilee was walked upon and calmed, the palsy were restored.  And yet they utterly missed it, I would say because they didn’t want to see it and were wrapped up in watching other things.  They had learned some of the whimsical and arbitrary signs of weather and yet had utterly ignored or missed the “signs of the times” which had been declared by the Old Testament prophets and written down so that they could correctly interpret them.  To them, Jesus said, “to this generation no other sign will be given except the sign of Jonah.”  Just as Jonah was in the belly of the great fish for three days and three nights, so was Jesus killed and buried in the heart of the earth for three days and three nights, but just as Jonah came forth alive, so did Jesus Christ come forth from the grave!  What a sign!  And yet still many of the religious people of His day missed that great sign, too.  They could interpret the unpredictable weather but couldn’t interpret the very sure and very clear signs of the times of Jesus’ first coming. 

Jesus did not just come once, but He is coming again.  He will return to this earth and as Paul told us, we are the generation “upon whom the ends of the earth have come.”  As those religious leaders of our text were alive at the end of the Era of Law, so are we who are here today alive at the end of the Era of Grace.  This thing is about to wrap up and God forbid that we, too, would be better at recognizing the impending weather than we would be at recognizing the “signs of the times.”  The signs of the times of the last days have been very clearly recorded by the prophets of the New Testament for us to read and understand.  Sure, no human being can infallibly predict every aspect of the future, but God has gone out of His way to give us some sure indicators that we are getting very, very close to the end.  And we would be fools to ignore them.  

Look at someone and say, “You can read the weather, but what about the signs of the times?”  And unfortunately some people’s approach to prophecy is the spiritual equivalent of my grandparent’s rope:  “I’ll know when He’s coming when He’s come.”  But if you wait until the rope is gone, you’ve waited too late because He is coming back for a church and a people who are watching and who have made themselves ready.  We’d better take Jesus’ words to heart!  We’d better recognize the signs of the times and interpret them to mean what they are saying clearly:  we are living in the last days!  

______________________________________________________________________  

The signs of the times are clear:  He’s coming very, very soon!  And Jesus, Himself, gave us a great many of those signs.  In the 24th chapter of Matthew, the Olivet Discourse, Jesus answered the disciples questions of “what are the signs of the end and of your return?”  Jesus had just astounded them by predicting the soon demise of the temple of their day in Jerusalem and in response we find:

Matt 24:3 As he sat on the Mount of Olives, the disciples came to him privately, saying, "Tell us, when will these things be, and what will be the sign of your coming and of the close of the age?" ESV    

And, beginning in verse 4, Jesus answered them.  

Matt 24:4-5 And Jesus answered them, "See that no one leads you astray. 5 For many will come in my name, saying, 'I am the Christ,' and they will lead many astray. ESV

A first sign, Jesus said, would be:

The rise of many world religions and false saviors.

We have seen this to come true. We have seen the rise of Mormonism which claims that Christ appeared to the Americas and preached another Gospel.  We have seen the day when Islam is outgrowing mainstream Christianity and has become a major force politically and socially to be reckoned with – Islam which says that Jesus was but a prophet and that Mohammed is the greater prophet and anointed one.  Christ means, “anointed one” or “illuminated one.”  They teach that Mohammed, which the Koran teaches had sin and was born normally and who never actually spoke to Allah in a personal relationship yet was greater than Jesus Christ who had no sin, who was born of a virgin, and who was God manifest in the flesh!  We have seen the rise of Hinduism which states that Jesus is one of many gods in the world.  We have seen the rise of Taoism and Buddhism which gives us other “enlightened ones” as our Christ other than Jesus.  The key word today is “be tolerant” and the key thought today is this false notion that somehow every religion is the same and that whether we call it nirvana or harem or heaven or harmony that we are all headed to the same place, but Jesus’ words are “see that no on leads you astray.”  They will present to you false messiahs and false hopes and false saviors and they will lead many astray, you take care that they do not lead you astray!  There’s only one way to heaven and that is through the cross and work of Jesus Christ!  He was an incredible man, but an even more incredible God coming in the form of man!  Yet we can look around and interpret the “religious diversity” of our day and say, “yes, we should have expected this because Jesus was a true prophet and He predicted it.  He went on to say:

Matt 24:6-8 And you will hear of wars and rumors of wars. See that you are not alarmed, for this must take place, but the end is not yet. 7 For nation will rise against nation, and kingdom against kingdom, and there will be famines and earthquakes in various places. 8 All these are but the beginning of the birth pains.  ESV

A sign of the times, Jesus said would be:

An increase in wars and rumors of wars.

This sign of the times is blinking brightly on the front pages of our newspapers and from the pages of recent history.  According to the Encyclopedia Britannica, the Thirty Years War that ended in 1648 was “the most horrible military episode in western history prior to the 20th century.”  That means that before the 1900s, the Thirty Years War was the most horrific war of all time.  There were about 7 million lives lost in the Thirty Years War.  Until about a hundred years ago, the worst war of history had claimed only 7 million casualties.  

World War I, which lasted from 1914 to 1918 killed approximately 20 million people and did so in less than four years.  Twenty-one years later World War II (1939-1945) killed 62 million lives!  From 1945 to 1967 there was 12 major world wars, 74 rebellions for independence, and 162 bloody social revolutions.  In the last fifty years, the numbers of wars has increased exponentially and the constant headlines of our daily news tell of wars, skirmishes, and rumors of upcoming conflict.  Get used to it folks, because it’s going to get a lot worse!  According to the trumpets in the book of Revelation, there are some horrific wars to come and yet in the midst of all this, Jesus is coming back!  Read your newspaper and read the signs of the times!

Another sign, Jesus said, would be:

An increase in famines and earthquakes and in hearing about them.

There are no more earthquakes on earth than has ever been nor are there really more famines, but there certainly has been an increase in our hearing about them as Jesus said would be which makes it seem to us that they have increased.  Our news is now global and an earthquake or catastrophe in Haiti which would have reached us years later only a hundred years ago, we can now know about in seconds.  The increased news presence and continual news stream of such worldwide catastrophes have created an environment where it seems that there are much more such catastrophes than ever before and have fulfilled Jesus’ words.  Recently some of these have struck close to home!  As the population of the earth grows, the number of earthquakes and catastrophes have increased as to the number of them that affects our lives has and thus Jesus’ words are true!  Can you discern the signs of the times?

Matt 24:9 "Then they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death, and you will be hated by all nations for my name's sake. 10 And then many will fall away and betray one another and hate one another. ESV      

Jesus was speaking to Jews about the Jewish nation of Israel and He said this in the third century!  He said, “you, Israel, will be hated by all nations… and they will deliver you up to tribulation and put you to death.”  A clear sign of the times is:

The persecution of the Jewish people.  

Jesus’ words came true.  In 70 A.D., the Romans destroyed Jerusalem and the temple and the Jews fled from Israel for their lives and were dispersed into other countries.  Since then, there is no other nation that has been persecuted as the Jewish people.  Have you ever heard of Hitler and the holocaust?  I visited the Holocaust museum in Washington D.C. a number of years ago and it really happened folks and there have been few horrors to match the slaughter and the horrors of the Jews at the hands of Nazi Germany.  And even today, the whole world is at odds with Israel.  Jesus went on to say in the 24th chapter of Matthew:

Matt 24:32-33 "From the fig tree learn its lesson: as soon as its branch becomes tender and puts out its leaves, you know that summer is near. 33 So also, when you see all these things, you know that he is near, at the very gates. ESV

By the fig tree, Jesus likely meant the nation of Israel and the Jewish state as “fig tree” was a common term then for the Israeli provinces and the Promised Land.  Learn the signs and this is one of the greatest and most sure signs of the last days:

The rebirth of the nation of Israel.

Israel was persecuted, trampled on, and left for dead and from 70 A.D all of the way until 1948 they had no country and no home and no nation.  Yet for the last day’s prophecies to come true there has to be a temple rebuilt and there has to be ritualistic sacrifice to be restored and there has to be an Israeli nation in the Holy Land for all of the prophecies to take place.  For hundreds of years, scoffers laughed at the prophecies of Ezekiel and Zechariah and of Jesus Christ foretelling the blooming of the fig tree of Israel and the restoration of Israel as a nation.  “That can never happen,” they said.  “Look, the Jews are spread all over the place and other people have laid claim to their lands.”  But in 1948, very swiftly Israel became a nation again with the help of the wings of a great eagle as the Bible had foretold.  And suddenly attention has been returned to the temple mount.  When Egypt tried to invade in the 1970’s Israel found fiercely and there are many stories of supernatural occurrences that helped to fight off the invaders.  

Zechariah told us that God would make “Jerusalem a cup of trembling.”  Certainly the Middle East is such a hot bed of dissension and Jerusalem and the temple mount is paramount in the fight.  The “West Bank” that you hear about so much today is the west bank of the Jordon river which is where the temple mount stands.  Through the prophets, God warned Israel of selling land in exchange for peace and for the rights to the temple mount but prophesied that they would do so.  All of these peace talks that you read about are based upon one thing:  negotiating with the Palestinians to give them land to suffice them so that Israel can have rights to the West Bank and the temple mount again.  There is a Muslim mosque on the mount now, but Jewish scholars believe that the real site is a bit off of where the mosque stands and believe that a temple could be built that would include the mosque in the outer courts.  This coincides perfectly with the prophecies of the 11th chapter or Revelation where we find that the outer court of the rebuilt temple will be given to non-Jewish people.  

Today there is a Temple commission in Israel, which has just about finished recreating all of the utensils and instruments that would be needed to have a functioning temple.  Temple plans have been finished and they are just waiting for the political climate to permit them to build.  It will eventually happen.  Since the mid 1980s, certain Texas ranchers have been raising and rearing red heifers for Israeli interests because when a new temple is built, the sacrifice and ashes of a red heifer must be used to dedicate it for sacrifice.  All is in place and things are getting ready – can you discern the signs of the times?  There is no greater sign than that of the budding and leaves of the fig tree of Israel.  The whole world hates them and is against them; it’s a sign of the times.  

The bones of Ezekiel’s dry valley have come together and the list of Jewish people that have been instrumental in our modern world developments would astonish you.  Ever heard of Albert Einstein?  Did you know that of all past Nobel peace prizes, that a full fifth – 20% -- have been won by Jews?  Of the United States’ National Medal of Science awards, 38% have been Jewish.  A whopping 50% of Academy awards for music and Tony awards have been Jewish.  52% of Pulitzer prizes for non-fiction literature has been won by Jewish authors and writers.  Over 50% of US National Academy of Sciences’ mathematics membership is Jewish.  This all from a culture and nationality that is less than 1% of one-fifth of the human race.  The nationality that Jesus said that they would try to kill and that would be resurrected for the last days are thriving!  And the fig tree has bloomed again – can you read the signs of the times?

One translation of the words of Isaiah reads like this:

Isa 35:1-2 The wilderness and the solitary place shall be glad for them; and the desert shall rejoice, and blossom as the rose. 2 It shall blossom abundantly, and rejoice even with joy and singing: the glory of Lebanon shall be given unto it, the excellency of Carmel and Sharon, they shall see the glory of the Lord, and the excellency of our God. KJV

When Israel was destroyed by Rome, a great change came in the climate of the land of Israel because the latter rain, the rain before the finish of the harvest ceased to come consistently.  As a result for thousands of years the climate and environment of Israel changed to that of arid and desert land.  But with the rebirth of Israel of a nation, the phenomenon of the latter rain returned and the land began to bloom.  As He had promised, God produced again “rivers in the desert” and today one of the largest exporters of roses is the nation of Israel as God had predicted would happen in the last days.  The fig tree is in full leaf, but can you discern what it means?  Can you grasp the signs of the times?

Perhaps one of the coolest signs is found in the words of Jesus:

Matt 24:14 And this gospel of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the whole world as a testimony to all nations, and then the end will come. ESV

The buzz at all of our camps this year has been the growth of the Apostolic church in underground Red China.  God is raising up a great and awesome Pentecostal, Spirit-filled church in the nation of China and the oriental nations surrounding.  And the neat thing about this revival is the vision that the China church feels like God has given them.  They are planning and preparing to reach Israel and the Middle East with the Gospel of Christ.  They believe that when the disciples went forth from Jerusalem – and this is true – that the Gospel spread mainly north, south, and west from Jerusalem.  It went into what we call Turkey and Greece.  It spread throughout the Roman empire and into what we call today Britain, France, and Spain and then into Africa.  A few disciples got to India but that was as far east that the Gospel traveled in those days.  Generally the Gospel moved west around the globe.  From Europe it came to the Americas, both North America and now South America.  In recent years it traveled west to the island nations such as the Phillipines.  And now it has traveled further west to China.  They believe that God has called them to take the Gospel and the Holy Ghost message to the middle East and that when they have returned the message to Israel, then the end will come.  This is happening now!  Somebody look at the signs! 

______________________________________________________________________

There are many other signs of the times of which I will only just randomly mention a few.  The book of Revelation teaches us that:

A future war will involve the Euphrates river’s flow being stopped up so a great army can cross (Revelation 16:12).  This seemed impossible for years or that it would need a supernatural occurrence to make happen, but now there are dams in place upstream that would make it possible for men to accomplish it.

A future war, the sixth trumpet war, will involve an army of 200 million men (Revelation 9:16).  For years scoffers laughed at this because there had never been in the history of the world a national army with that many soldiers.  But today we have lived to see the growth of Red China and an army of 200 million men.  Can you discern the signs of the times?

In the 11th chapter of Revelation, God’s two witnesses will be killed in the streets of Jerusalem and instead of being buried, the whole world will look upon their bodies and will be watching and celebrating their deaths when on the third day they are suddenly resurrected.  For thousands of years scoffers have mocked this prophecy and said, “how can the whole world watch the bodies of two men lying in a street?”  But the technology of smartphones, the world wide web, satellites, and computers have created a world where I can watch on my phone in real time what is happening in the middle east.  In these days, we now realize that these prophecies don’t sound all that farfetched – can you discern the signs of the times?  You have one in your purse or in your pocket if you’ve got a smart phone that can receive video.  Signs of the Times.  I haven’t even gotten into the one-world government or the coming economic system that is number based and worldwide.  Everywhere around us there are the signs of the times!  

_______________________________________________________________________

Unfortunately, we only have to look around us to see signs of the times in action because there are spiritual signs.  Jesus told us that people would faint from fear (Luke 21:26)– has there ever been an age where people are so full of fear than this current one?  Peter told us that when the scoffers laughed and said “where is His return, you’ve been saying that He’s coming back for years,” then know that you are truly in the last days (2 Peter 3:3).  

Paul wrote Timothy and prophesied of the signs of the last days spiritually.  Permit me to read it to you in the New Living Translation:

2 Tim 3:1-6 You should know this, Timothy, that in the last days there will be very difficult times. 2 For people will love only themselves and their money. They will be boastful and proud, scoffing at God, disobedient to their parents, and ungrateful. They will consider nothing sacred. 3 They will be unloving and unforgiving; they will slander others and have no self-control. They will be cruel and hate what is good. 4 They will betray their friends, be reckless, be puffed up with pride, and love pleasure rather than God. 5 They will act religious, but they will reject the power that could make them godly. Stay away from people like that! 6 They are the kind who work their way into people's homes and win the confidence of vulnerable women who are burdened with the guilt of sin and controlled by various desires. NLTse

Difficult times?  People who love themselves and their money more than the kingdom of God?  People boastful and proud and refusing to repent of their sins, scoffing at the notions of a holy God?  Disobedience to parents and children that are ungrateful for what they have been given?  Nothing sacred?  Unloving and unforgiving?  Slanderers?  People acting religious but rejecting the power of God that could make them godly?  People who want to say that they are religious but who live no differently from the world?  People living burdened with sin and controlled by their desires?  Do you need another sign?  You can tell the weather, but can you tell the signs of the times?

Jesus told us in the gospel of Luke:

Luke 21:34-36 "Watch out! Don't let your hearts be dulled by carousing and drunkenness, and by the worries of this life. Don't let that day catch you unaware, 35 like a trap. For that day will come upon everyone living on the earth. 36 Keep alert at all times. And pray that you might be strong enough to escape these coming horrors and stand before the Son of Man." NLTse

People would fall into the trap of alcoholic beverages and a party lifestyle and also become infatuated by “the worries of life” and both would equally cause people to miss out on His coming!  And so we realize that people can have three possible negative responses to the signs of the times:

1. Fear.

Jesus told us that this would be a common response but He also told His disciples:

John 14:27 Peace I leave with you; my peace I give to you. Not as the world gives do I give to you. Let not your hearts be troubled, neither let them be afraid. ESV   

Those who freak out with fear over the signs of the times and the difficulty of these last days are only those who are relying on this world and the things of this life for happiness and direction.  Our eyes are on the God of the signs and the One who will bring the ends of the world upon us!  Our trust is on God who made and holds the world!  If you are ready to meet Him and right with Him and living in a holy manner, there is nothing to fear!

2. Ignorance.

There are those who are unaware of the signs of the times and perhaps until this message you were in that category.  Ignorance is no excuse because:

Matt 24:37-39 As were the days of Noah, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. 38 For as in those days before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day when Noah entered the ark, 39 and they were unaware until the flood came and swept them all away, so will be the coming of the Son of Man. ESV

You can be unaware and still be lost!  You’d better start studying and recognizing the signs of the times!  If you can know and discern some basic types of weather, then you can understand and grasp the basic signs that God has given us to let us know that we are there! 

3. Apathy.

This is the most common and frightening trait that I see today.  Those who know of the signs of the times and who choose to ignore them or just continue to grow cold spiritually and let themselves slide as if they had all the time in the world.  Jesus Christ is coming back and He is coming for those who watch for Him.  Read the rest of the 24th chapter of Matthew and go on to the 25th chapter and you will see to be ready, you’ve got to be spiritually awake!  You need to have your lamps full of the oil of the Holy Spirit and not just be barely sliding by.  If you stay apathetic to the signs of the times and if you continue to grow colder and colder, you will become a statistic of the signs rather than a benefactor of the signs.  If you are too cold spiritually to respond to God’s presence here today and worship Him with all of your heart, you’re too cold to hear the trumpet sound.  If you are so enamored with this world that you cannot hear the Spirit of God dealing with you today, then you are too enamored with this world to hear the call of Jesus Christ when it is time to leave this world.  If you can sit through a service today without really being moved by God and without really seeking His face, you’re not ready to go when He returns and your oil is low.  If you are justifying sin, then know that you are not living in a state to be ready for His second coming.  Like the people of Jesus’ day, you can discern the signs of the weather but you are ignoring the signs of the times!  

In the words of the Apostle Peter:

2 Peter 3:9-12 The Lord is not slow to fulfill his promise as some count slowness, but is patient toward you, not wishing that any should perish, but that all should reach repentance. 10 But the day of the Lord will come like a thief, and then the heavens will pass away with a roar, and the heavenly bodies will be burned up and dissolved, and the earth and the works that are done on it will be exposed. 11 Since all these things are thus to be dissolved, what sort of people ought you to be in lives of holiness and godliness, 12 waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God, because of which the heavens will be set on fire and dissolved, and the heavenly bodies will melt as they burn! ESV 

It’s time to get right with God!  It’s time to rightfully read the signs!  “What sort of people ought we to be in lives of holiness and godliness, waiting for and hastening the coming of the day of God!”  Let us search ourselves for we cannot afford to wait; we cannot afford to ignore the signs of the times!

